THE   QUALIFICATIONS  OF A MINISTER

Duke of Devonshire. At the same time, party exigences or personal
considerations may occasionally bring into the Cabinet a person who
has in no way distinguished himself from the ordinary rank of members.

Usually, also, a minister at the head of a department has had ex-
perience as parliamentary private secretary, as Minister of State and,
probably, as minister in another department. Mr Gladstone asserted
that Sir Robert Peel had laid down the rule that no person should be
put into the Cabinet without previous ministerial experience. Neither
Mr Gladstone nor Sir Robert Peel invariably followed such a rule; nor
is it always possible for it to be followed. Mr Ramsay MacDonald in
1924 had no more than a handful of experienced ministers at his disposal.
Nevertheless, there is a fairly normal progression from unpaid office as
parliamentary private secretary to a minor office and from a minor
office to the headship of a great office of State. Ministerial experience
is itself valuable, not so much for the information it gives as for the
capacity to handle delicate and complicated issues that it inculcates.
Moreover, the House of Commons is no mean judge of capacity; and
a member who is successful as a junior minister, especially if his superior
is in the House of Lords or is capable of delegation, may be expected
to succeed at the head of a department. The increase in the number of
departments and in the number of junior ministers has increased the
experience of the few ministers at the top. There were, in the Govern-
ment of 1955, eighteen Cabinet ministers, twenty ministers (including
Ministers of State) not in the Cabinet, thirty-eight parliamentary secre-
taries, etc., eight Household officers holding political offices, and some
thirty parliamentary private secretaries. Thus, the eighteen Cabinet
ministers were drawn from a reservoir of between ninety and a hundred
persons, who in turn were selected from the Government's supporters
in both Houses. Nor must it be forgotten that in Opposition a party
has a * Shadow Cabinet' and' Shadow Ministers' whose business it is to
study governmental policy and practice almost as closely as the leaders
of the party in power.

The rule which Mr Gladstone ascribed to Sir Robert Peel, though
frequently it cannot be followed, is nevertheless of substantial import-
ance. The amount of work carried out by a Government department
is enormous. Every decision is taken in the name of the minister, even
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